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Abstract. In the 1840s the temperance movement swept through Ireland 
inspiring hundreds of thousands of Irish Catholics to take the total absti-
nence pledge. Simultaneously, this decade witnessed the proliferation of 
societies and institutions for the acquisition and dissemination of scientific 
and technological knowledge. Scientific and temperance movements de-
veloped a close relationship that took on a particular significance in this 
impoverished and deeply divided country. Not only were sobriety and sci-
entific knowledge deemed to be the prerequisite for individual self-im-
provement and prosperity. In conjunction with the movement for Repeal 
of the Union and with the more radical, nationalist Young Ireland move-
ment, the combined economical and moral improvement that scientific and 
temperance movements strove to achieve was promoted as the potential 
foundation for building a peaceful, prosperous, non-sectarian and inclu-
sive Irish nation.
In the winter of 1840 the members of the Galway Trades Temperance Society 
announced their intention of “forming a society and establishing an institute” 
which, they hoped, “would be the great means of diffusing useful knowledge 
and of increasing their happiness and comfort.”1 Having, as the tradesmen 
explained, “sought shelter under the hallowed banner of Temperance,” anx-
ious to avoid the dangers of temptation and with the intention of preserving 
their industrious and sober reputation, they had decided to found a mechanics’ 
institute. With a membership composed of artisans and apprentices, skilled 
workers and tradesmen and led by the Prior of the Dominican Convent, the 
Very Reverend Father Thomas Agnew, the Galway Trades Mechanics’ Insti-
tute, Total Abstinence and Mortality Association combined temperance so-
ciability with scientific lectures, working class interest in a benefits society 
and small savings bank with more middle class interest in self-improvement 
through practical and moral instruction.2 Seven months later a similar institu-
tion was proposed in the town of Carrick-on-Suir, in County Tipperary.3
Galway and Carrick-on-Suir were not the only Irish towns where science 
and temperance formed an alliance. Throughout the Irish provinces temper-
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ance societies provided rooms for scientific lectures, instruction and dem-
onstrations, collaborated with existing science associations or founded their 
own. Members of Waterford’s temperance society were encouraged to fre-
quent the town’s mechanics’ institute, which in turn entertained them with 
temperance lectures; Wexford’s Temperance Hall served the mechanics’ insti-
tute as a meeting place, while in Clonmel and other towns Temperance Halls 
opened their doors for lectures on phrenology, animal magnetism, hydropathy, 
explosives and other scientific subjects.4 Nor was this taste for a mixture of 
science and temperance restricted to the tradesman and artisan population. In 
Dublin, Cork and Galway temperance societies aiming at a more middle-class 
membership founded literary and scientific societies and evening schools for 
their clientele of shopkeepers, clerks and young professionals, merchants 
and small business owners.5 Periodicals such as the short-lived Irish Tem-
perance Chronicle and Industrial and Family Magazine (September-October 
1846), the Dublin Journal of Temperance, Science and Literature (1842-43) 
and the Dublin Weekly Herald. A Temperance, Agricultural, Commercial and 
Mechanics’ Journal (1838-42), catered to this combination of practical and 
moral interests, covering the meetings of scientific societies and mechanics’ 
institutes along with temperance issues.
Although the 1840s movement for Repeal of the Union with Britain is bet-
ter known, the two popular movements that are combined in these institutions 
and periodicals played an integral role in shaping Irish culture in the period 
between Catholic Emancipation and the Famine. From the late 1830s through 
the 1840s, the temperance movement swept through Ireland, waving the ban-
ner of total abstinence over rural and urban populations, workers, peasantry 
and the middle classes. Although the idea of temperance came to the land 
of poteen and sheebeens by way of American and British Protestant culture, 
under the leadership of the Capuchin friar, Father Theobald Mathew of Cork, 
the temperance movement drew in hundreds of thousands of Irish Catholics 
to take the total abstinence pledge, participate in mass processions and form 
temperance societies throughout the country. Simultaneously, the 1830s and 
40s witnessed the proliferation throughout Ireland of voluntary associations 
for the acquisition and dissemination of scientific and technological knowl-
edge and of institutions for the scientific education of artisans and trades-
men. Science societies, literary and philosophical societies, and mechanics’ 
institutes were founded in towns large and small, some barely surviving their 
foundational meetings, others continuing their activities well into the twenti-
eth century.
Temperance societies, mechanics’ institutes and voluntary science societ-
ies were firmly anchored in British popular culture, but the close relation-
ship that developed between the temperance and scientific movements was in 
many ways unique to Ireland. Despite the similar organizational forms these 
associations took in both countries and the similar kinds of supporting and 
promotional rhetoric that they used, in the radically different social, political 
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and economic contexts of Britain and Ireland these commonalities did not 
necessarily translate into shared cultural meanings. A study of the interac-
tion of these movements can therefore reveal not only what specific hopes 
and expectations Irish contemporaries associated with these organizations, but 
especially what particular significance they had within the cultural context of 
1840s Ireland.
With both scientific and temperance movements reaching the height of 
their popularity in Ireland during the 1840s, a period during which Daniel 
O’Connell’s movement for Repeal of the Union peaked as well, it would per-
haps seem surprising that historians have not yet looked for possible connec-
tions between them. Interactions and tensions between the Temperance and 
Repeal movements have been the subject of several detailed studies since the 
mid-1980s.6 Despite continuing interest in nineteenth-century Irish popular 
culture and movements, research into the history of popular science in Ireland 
has, until recently, been largely lacking.7 Although numerous reasons for this 
lack of interest can be postulated, it is no doubt due at least to some extent to 
the pervasive assumption, based on the history of professional Irish scientific 
institutions and researching scientists, that science was an “external force” in 
Ireland, the cultural property and domain of the Protestant Ascendancy, the 
power elite of Ireland.8  While it is certainly well-documented that profes-
sional science in Ireland was dominated by a generally conservative, loyal, 
Anglo-Irish Protestant elite and their interests, local and amateur science as-
sociations, in contrast, showed much more diversity, including amongst their 
members Catholics, Quakers and Unitarians, liberals, political radicals and 
representatives of the emerging Irish middle and lower middle classes – groups 
that were also strongly represented in the Irish temperance movement.
Thus, although science and temperance would seem at first glance un-
connected, there is much evidence that in the eyes of many contemporaries 
the movements for sobriety and for scientific knowledge were seen as being 
closely linked. Indeed, although the movements offered differing explanations 
for Ireland’s continuing malaise and proposed different solutions to escape the 
country’s devastating cycle of sectarian violence and impoverishment, they 
shared a common vision of peace, prosperity and national rejuvenation. In the 
1840s, their conjunction with O’Connell’s movement for Repeal of the Union 
and with the more radical nationalist Young Ireland movement was to form a 
powerful ideological combination.9
Neither the scientific nor the temperance movement originated in Ireland. 
Both filtered into Ireland through Britain and North America, where they 
can be interpreted not only as reactions to industrialization and urbanization, 
but also in their social role as voluntary associations for the rising middle-
classes.10 In Britain the nineteenth century saw the proliferation of various 
forms of voluntary scientific associations for different sectors of the primarily 
middle to lower middle class public. Mechanics’ institutes emerged in the 
early 1820s, following scattered attempts by workers and social reformers 
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to provide educational opportunities for adult artisans and apprentices.11 De-
signed with the education of skilled workers, artisans and tradesmen in mind, 
these institutions offered courses in technical and scientific subjects, provided 
reading rooms and a library, public lectures and often also more popular en-
tertainments. The first mechanics’ institute was founded in London in 1823 by 
George Birkbeck.12 By 1851 John Hudson, historian of adult education, count-
ed at least 610 such institutions in England, with a subscribing membership of 
over 100,000, and his data was almost certainly incomplete.13 The movement 
immediately received an enthusiastic response in Ireland. An institute was 
opened in Dublin in 1824, followed in rapid succession by foundations in Bel-
fast, Cork, Limerick, Waterford, Armagh and Ennis in 1825, Galway in 1826, 
Nenagh and Portaferry in 1828 and Londonderry in 1829. Between 1824 and 
1860, over thirty Irish towns founded an institution that bore the name of me-
chanics’ institute, and many others supported similar voluntary associations 
and organizations for the education of adult and apprentice tradesmen and 
artisans.14
Mechanics’ institutions reflected a growing perception among British mid-
dle class social reformers that machines, technology and science were becom-
ing increasingly important for manufacturing processes and practices. Ac-
cordingly, workers, tradesmen and artisans needed to acquire more technical 
skills and scientific knowledge, in order to apply it profitably to their trades 
and to improve their intellectual standing and financial position. To what de-
gree this perception of the influx of machinery and science into the traditional 
workplace is strictly accurate for the first half of the nineteenth century is 
debatable. The idea that artisans could be in need of formal, schooled instruc-
tion in the abstract methods or natural laws behind their trades, in contrast to 
traditional trades learning through observation and oral instruction, is, how-
ever, doubtless a reflection of the rising status of science and technology.15 
Well-established for the British case are also the connections between support 
for mechanics’ institutes, social reform and Protestant non-conformism. As far 
as such generalizations are allowable, in Britain, Tories and Anglicans tended 
to view such institutions for the scientific and technological education of the 
working classes with suspicion, whereas middle-class Whigs, political liber-
als and radicals, Presbyterians and other dissenting Protestant denominations 
lent their support.16
The membership of scientific societies tended to be similarly recruited from 
social reformers and religious non-conformists. Several seminal studies inves-
tigate the phenomenon of nineteenth-century science societies and their role 
in contributing to the formulation of British middle-class identity.17 Crucially, 
many members belonged to the industrial middle classes, including manu-
facturers, brewers and large mill owners, or practiced occupations that were 
on their way to becoming professions, like law, medicine and engineering. 
Without inherited status and often with limited possibilities for political par-
ticipation, individuals in these groups could find alternative sources of cred-
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ibility and reputation in scientific societies, as well as using these societies as a 
means of expanding social networks and consolidating social contacts.18 Like 
mechanics’ institutes, nineteenth-century science societies reflected the social 
and economic changes wrought by the industrial revolution. In contrast to the 
scientific societies of the Enlightenment, which occupied themselves with the 
“disinterested” study of nature, i.e. inquiry without concern for potential ap-
plications or profit, members of these nineteenth-century societies frequently 
owed their social and financial status to the application of modern technolo-
gies and saw no reason to exclude more prosaic topics such as gas street light-
ing or the steam engine from their meetings.
While factors such as Protestant non-conformism, and in particular Pres-
byterianism, social reform interests, and industrialization strongly influenced 
British interest in science societies and mechanics’ institutes, their effect in 
Ireland, as Seamus Duffy notes, was strongly limited.19 Ireland was a largely 
rural and Catholic country. There was little mechanized industry outside of 
Belfast and Dublin, while the country’s Presbyterian population was concen-
trated in the northern province of Ulster. At the provincial level, political and 
financial power tended to be wielded by traditional conservative elites, al-
though the Municipal Reform Act of 1840 reduced their influence in many 
municipalities.20 Political and sectarian conflict, manifest and latent, remained 
a persistent undercurrent of national and local affairs. As Thomas Kelly has 
noted in regard to the mechanics’ institute movement in Ireland, it is on the 
whole surprising, “that in a country riven by political and sectarian animosi-
ties, with few large towns and little developed industry, and with a largely 
illiterate and poverty-stricken population, a movement directed toward the 
scientific education of the working people should gain a foothold at all.”21 
That it did, and that science societies as well found such a ready reception, 
would seem to indicate that Irish supporters of these institutions had different 
expectations than their British counterparts. If British mechanics’ institutes 
implicitly intended to educate the workforce for docile participation in the 
emerging industrial society, in Ireland it was, for some supporters at least, as 
Seamus Duffy wryly comments, “a historical case of putting the cart before 
the horse,” the hope that technical education would inspire the Irish artisans 
to enact their own industrial revolution.22
The aims and intentions of the temperance movement as well were trans-
formed in the course of its transition into the Irish context. Like mechanics’ in-
stitutes and nineteenth-century scientific societies, the temperance movement 
had its roots in middle-class Protestant culture and among social reformers. It 
formed to a large degree as a reaction to the social changes of the early nine-
teenth century.23 Urbanization and urban poverty seemed to threaten social 
stability, while changing social relations led members of the middle classes to 
search for means to differentiate themselves not only from the lower classes 
with their rowdy traditional pastimes, but also from the upper classes and their 
perceived dissipation.24 Temperance became part of the movement towards 
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self-improvement, self-control and “rational recreation.”25 With much of tra-
ditional custom based around alcohol as a medium of social exchange and 
sociability, the temperance movement can be interpreted as an expression of 
anxieties about deeper lying changes in social relations.
Like temperance societies, science societies had a firm place within that 
peculiar Victorian concept of “rational recreation,” of character-building lei-
sure activities. The diversion that they offered was a welcome addition to the 
social programs of temperance societies, which were constantly faced with a 
need to provide their membership with entertaining alternatives to the pub. A 
steady stream of bands, dances and tea parties provided the members with re-
spectable occupations for their time and with alternative forms of sociability,26 
and science fit well into this search for edifying entertainment for a number 
of reasons. It was deemed to be a religiously and politically neutral subject, 
not inclined to lead to raised tempers or controversy; it required disciplined 
thought and refined the intellect and, whatever one’s religious beliefs were, 
science could be viewed as morally uplifting as well, since it contemplated 
the works of the Creator.
Temperance societies and science associations thus shared a commitment 
to middle-class values. The middle classes not only formed the core mem-
bership of these institutions, but also sought to extend their “benefits” to the 
working classes – science especially in the form of mechanics’ institutes and 
temperance through various forms of coercion in charitable organizations, as 
well as through voluntary associations. For these reasons, science education 
and temperance societies have frequently been interpreted as attempts by the 
middle classes to exert control over their social inferiors.27 As the historian of 
adult education J. F. C. Harrison notes, in Britain temperance and adult artisan 
educational initiatives were viewed as two different approaches to the same 
problem: controlling the unruly and potentially politically disruptive behavior 
of the working classes.28 British contemporaries certainly saw connections 
between science and temperance and appreciated the function of scientific 
entertainments in providing alternatives to the pub as a working class leisure 
activity,29 but although personal overlaps between scientific and temperance 
societies did exist in Britain, these connections were generally informal and 
not programmatic.30
When looking at science and temperance in Ireland, and especially at the 
combination of the two, much would seem to speak for an extension of the 
social control hypothesis. As the British middle classes looked to science edu-
cation and temperance as a means to “civilize” the unruly lower classes, the 
British government had similar expectations for their effect on the “wild” and 
dangerously subversive population of Ireland. Both intemperance and igno-
rance were seen as contributing to continuing Irish violence and sectarian-
ism. Not only was the Rebellion of 1798 frequently portrayed as the work 
of a drunken mob,31 the British government and magistrates also suspected, 
not entirely without reason, that pubs and drinking houses could function as 
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recruiting grounds for violent secret societies and radical political groups.32 
Likewise, it was assumed that the Irish population was uneducated, dominated 
by Catholic superstition, and thus easily manipulated by priests and incited by 
provocateurs to riots and uprisings. A “proper” education (i.e. an education 
without Catholic influence) would, it was thought, facilitate assimilation into 
the political economy of an industrial society and the political priorities of the 
British Empire by appealing to the higher faculties of reason and would let the 
Irish see the advantages of the Union with Britain.
Social control intentions would indeed seem to be at the base of the early 
temperance movement in Ireland. As Elizabeth Malcolm has shown, in the 
1820s and 30s it was strongly influenced by the success of the American tem-
perance movement, which demanded total abstinence in regard to spirits but 
promoted moderation in the consumption of beer and wine. This movement 
stemmed from American Protestant Evangelical culture and had its strongest 
support in the north of Ireland. According to Malcolm, the simultaneity of this 
early, Protestant temperance movement and the organized push for Catholic 
Emancipation in the mid-to-late 1820s was not coincidental.33 Instead, the ear-
ly temperance movement was an expression of Protestant anxiety in a rapidly 
changing political and economic situation.34
The movement was viewed with great suspicion by the Catholic clergy and 
middle classes, who, seeing the numerous proselytizing Evangelicals among 
the movement’s supporters, feared that its true aim was conversion.35 The 
Catholic clergy and laity may have agreed in theory with the temperance cause 
and hardly came out in support of drunkenness, but they remained distant 
from the temperance movement. By the late 1830s this had begun to change, 
as the Catholic clergy began to extend their support to the movement. In the 
meantime, it had acquired a more working-class and performative character 
and had shifted from moderation, which prohibited the whiskey of the poor 
while allowing the wine of the wealthy, to total abstinence, which affected 
all classes equally.36 In the south of the island, the movement received back-
ing from a handful of Catholic clergymen, but support tended to be strongest 
among individuals in the Unitarian and Quaker communities, some of whom 
followed radical social reform agendas and also often expressed Irish nation-
alist sympathies, among liberal Protestants, and with members of the business 
community, which in Dublin, and especially in the province of Munster, had a 
large and wealthy Quaker representation.37
By 1840, under the leadership of Father Mathew, temperance had unexpect-
edly become a mass Catholic movement. Although Mathew had been reluc-
tant to become involved in a movement so strongly associated with Protes-
tantism and proselytization, it quickly became what Paul Townend has called 
“the single most extraordinary social movement that occurred in pre-famine 
Ireland.”38 The temperance movement encompassed nearly every sector of 
Irish Catholic society, from the upper middle classes to impoverished rural 
laborers and peasants. Mathew’s message of self-improvement and economic 
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prosperity through teetotalism differed little from the message of British and 
Irish Protestant social reformers, in that it promoted the standard middle-class 
Victorian values of sobriety, frugality and industry. Although some temper-
ance disciples may have reacted more to the movement’s ecstatic and char-
ismatic elements than to Mathew’s moral and financial arguments,39 his mes-
sage found a ready audience among the middle and lower middle classes, 
those with most hope of improving or solidifying their social position. Despite 
similarities with the message of social reformers, coming from the mouth of 
a Catholic clergyman, it made social respectability and status mobility seem a 
real and achievable possibility.40
Temperance societies and mechanics’ institutes tended thus to appeal to the 
same social groups of the middle to lower middle classes and the “respect-
able” working classes who could hope through sobriety and education – the 
acquisition of “useful knowledge” – not only to increase their prosperity, but 
also their social prestige. Indeed, science and temperance were seen as twin 
pillars in the project of self-improvement and as being in a relationship of 
mutual support and stabilization. Not only the liberal Catholic tradesmen of 
Galway made this assumption when they looked to their teetotal mechanics’ 
institute to help them “avoid the danger of encountering such temptations” as 
intemperance and to give them “a new and more improved position in life.”41 
The editor of the conservative Dublin Weekly Herald, as well, asked, “How 
shall the good effect rendered by Total Abstinence be rendered permanent?” 
and, commenting upon “the great value of education, as an important aid in 
establishing the Temperance reformation,” found the answer in “timely self-
culture; in other words, by education, properly so called.”42
Science and temperance were seen as being in a reciprocal relationship. As 
a reporter to the moderate, nationalist Waterford News declared, “Education 
and Temperance are essentially related and should, therefore, always go hand 
in hand, if these be duly regarded, other blessings will follow in their train, 
and materially conduce to our social prosperity.”43 Not only was education 
seen as a means for stabilizing the temperance pledge. Temperance was also 
deemed to be a prerequisite for education, since sobriety enabled artisans and 
mechanics to recognize the value of knowledge for their personal happiness 
and occupational and financial advancement. The Irish mechanics’ institute 
movement of the 1820s certainly had these aims in mind,44 but, despite early 
enthusiasm, most institutions had collapsed soon after their foundation, mired 
in apathy and sectarian grievances. According to the Irish economist Thomas 
Cliffe-Leslie, the early failure and later revival of these institutions from the 
late 1830s onwards demonstrated that “a great moral, social, and economic 
improvement must precede the possibility of their success,” not follow it, as 
the founders had expected.45 The moral revolution of temperance needed to 
come before the intellectual revolution of education, in order for the latter to 
be effective. As a northern correspondent commented, useful knowledge fol-
lowed in the path of temperance, “like cause and effect – teetotalism plucking 
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away the weeds from the popular mind, and education following after, to sow 
a crop of wholesome knowledge in the soil reclaimed from vice and misery… 
[W]hat Mechanics’ Institutes, and their lectures failed to do for the people, it 
[temperance] will assuredly accomplish.”46
Not all contemporaries were equally convinced by this middle-class rheto-
ric of moral and financial improvement through science education or by the 
middle-class promoters of institutions for the scientific and technological in-
struction of artisans. A contemporary, most likely Maurice Lenihan, a friend 
and supporter of both Father Mathew and Daniel O’Connell,47 gave a scathing 
summary of a lecture at the Limerick Literary and Philosophical Society in 
1841:
A rapid sketch followed all the ologies in their due connection and sequence, 
concluding with a bold appeal to the privileged classes of this city, that they 
should at the 11th hour come forward, and organise an institution on a popular 
basis for the purpose of instructing and encouraging the mechanics and trades-
men of their native town… [T]he gentlemen of Limerick ought to assist in the 
patriotic work of clearing away the dull rubbish of ignorance, the defiling dust 
of sloth, from the lustre of the emerald, and bathing the drooping shamrock with 
the heavenly dews of science – Fine blarney! – If the people were well fed, they 
would take the polish better.48
Criticism of such middle-class “talk instead of action” was rarely expressed 
with this degree of candor.
While temperance societies developed a lively itinerary of banner proces-
sions and marching bands, dances and the ubiquitous tea parties to entertain 
their members, their reading-rooms and scientific and general educational fa-
cilities had fundamentally different intentions. Their purpose was not only 
to provide edifying sociable alternatives to the pub, but also to stabilize and 
enhance the effects of the temperate life-style, which for its part was credited 
with awakening intellectual capacities and creating an appetite for improve-
ment and knowledge. In a speech at a temperance festival in the northern town 
of Newry in 1841, which was not only reprinted in several newspapers, but 
also widely distributed by Father Mathew himself,49 Charles Gavan Duffy, 
editor of the Belfast Vindicator and later of the Young Ireland newspaper, The 
Nation, called for all temperance societies “to be made a species of mechan-
ics’ institute.” Removing alcohol was only half the job:
When total abstinence ends in merely redeeming a man from the vice of intoxi-
cation, it stops far short of the point which its propagator intended it to attain… 
You have quenched one thirst; ought you not to excite another thirst – a thirst 
which is not to be slackened in the whiskey shop but in the lecture room – a thirst 
for knowledge?… Why should not every teetotal society have its lecture-room, 
where the artisan might be taught the principles of mechanics, the farmer the lat-
est improvements in agriculture, and every one something that would make him 
a better man, and a better citizen?50
Such rhetoric appealed to individuals’ concerns about moral and financial 
improvement, about respectability, reputation and employment prospects,51 
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but the rhetoric of self-improvement was not the only link between temper-
ance societies, mechanics’ institutes and scientific societies. Both science and 
temperance shared the assignation of being politically and religiously neutral. 
Their institutions were thus conceived as ideal spaces for the practice of civi-
lized conduct and sociable contact amongst individuals who might otherwise 
be more inclined to vehement (and violent) disagreement. The regulations of 
these associations usually forbade under penalty of expulsion the discussion 
of divisive and often specifically political and religious topics within their 
walls. Citing this exclusion, Michael J. Finerty, the (presumably rather busy) 
editor of the Galway Vindicator, Secretary of the Parent Temperance Society 
and Literary Institute, member of the Galway Trades Temperance Mechan-
ics’ Institute and Repeal activist, described the unifying effect of teetotalism: 
“The promotion of Temperance was seen to meet with the concurrence of men 
of every class and creed. In fact it was the moral oasis in the arid desert of 
opinion to which all might repair from the heat of party strife.”52 These words 
are echoed in the Inaugural Address of Edward Kenealy, vice-president of the 
Temperance Institute for Literature and Science of Cork, when he proclaimed 
that temperance united “all without distinction of creed or country, blending 
man into one common brotherhood.”53
Such claims had long been made for science. Thus a supporter of the Bel-
fast Mechanics’ Institute wrote to the Christian Patriot newspaper, “Science 
is of no party, and her followers of whatever creed, constitute a wide and dif-
fusive community, which is linked together by ties of brotherhood and inter-
est, which religious animosity, or political hostility can never sever.”54 Science 
societies and mechanics institutes repeatedly described their venues as neutral 
spaces where men could meet and leave their partisan differences outside. As 
the Honorary Secretary of the middle-class Waterford Literary and Scientific 
Institution declared,
We here possess a neutral ground, on which men of all parties may contend with-
out rancour, and bear away palms which do not cost their opponents one embit-
tered or unhallowed feeling. We have common subjects on which all may agree, 
without being taxed with any interested compromise of opinion, and concerning 
which they may differ, without alteration in mutual feelings, or diminution of 
mutual esteem. A bond of fellowship is thus frequently formed between those 
whom circumstance would otherwise have kept for ever asunder.55
The rhetoric of science as a neutral ground was indeed so pervasive in the an-
nual reports of these associations that one begins to doubt whether so much 
peace and harmony actually reigned within their walls, especially, for exam-
ple, when in a summary of the 1842 season of the Cork Scientific and Literary 
Society, a commentator found it expedient to praise the society for having 
made it through the year with “the absence of any manifestation of personal 
or party feeling.” 56
Nonetheless, the rhetoric of the neutral ground took on a particular sig-
nificance in this deeply divided country. In his essay on “Science and Social 
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Policy in Ireland,” James Bennett interprets the “neutral ground” as a rhetoric 
in the interest of the political status quo. With science in the hands of the Es-
tablished Protestant minority, he argues, this rhetoric served to direct attention 
away from the political and cultural interests and agendas directing the course 
of scientific inquiry and practices.57 Bennett’s point, “the question of whether 
science can claim a disinterested agenda, or whether it is always socially con-
structed,” however, does not exclude the possibility that different parties could 
utilize this rhetoric to different ends. Parallels with the temperance movement 
make this clear: Protestant and Catholic temperance rhetoric showed many 
similarities, but the Protestant and Catholic temperance movements carried 
very different cultural meanings, including, as will be shown, different under-
standings of what ought to be built upon the “neutral ground” of temperance. 
Similarly, professional scientists proclaiming the general and transcendental 
neutrality of science had different considerations than presidents and secretar-
ies of mechanics’ institutes and science societies commenting on their specific 
weekly interactions. As little as these spaces actually embodied neutrality, 
when civilized discourse broke down into rancor, the rhetoric of the neutral 
ground at least allowed participants and combatants to step back, cool off and 
return, to try, try again.
Nonetheless, despite repeated claims of neutrality, neither science nor tem-
perance remained fully separate from politics. Suspicions about the “true” 
nature of the temperance movement had been voiced in conservative news-
papers as early as 1840. “These Societies are every day assuming a more 
political character, and bid fair under Priestly influence to become a Popish 
confederacy for Repealing the Union,” complained the editor of the Droghe-
da Conservative, after a local temperance society had closed a meeting with 
three cheers for O’Connell. The Galway Weekly Advertiser, in the hands of 
the notoriously and viciously anti-Catholic “Brunswicker Burke” connected 
the Galway Teetotalers not only to the Repeal movement, but to Ribbonism 
as well.58 Irish recalcitrance to British domination had long been placed at the 
door of drink. Protestant temperance societies had promoted abstinence as a 
means to contain the unpredictable Irish violence presumably fueled by alco-
hol and to create a more docile Ireland under British rule. Paradoxically, tem-
perance societies had now replaced the pub in conservative Protestant minds 
as the recruiting grounds for political radicalism.
Although Burke’s accusation of Ribbonism, of participation in a secret so-
ciety committed to agrarian violence, was pure vitriol, critics had reason for 
concern. Father Mathew took great pains to keep his temperance movement 
politically neutral, but, due to the intentionally decentralized nature of the 
movement, local societies were not under his direct control. Indeed, many saw 
little reason to separate the temperance movement from that for Repeal, the 
moral improvement of sobriety being deemed the ideal foundation for politi-
cal emancipation. As one contemporary noted, “A sober people are eminently 
entitled to political freedom.”59
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Informal connections between temperance and Repeal were systematically 
developed and exploited by Daniel O’Connell, Ireland’s politically astute Re-
peal leader and MP, who, despite family connections to the brewing industry 
and strong support among publicans and spirit grocers, took the pledge in Oc-
tober of 1840.60 Temperance reading rooms became Repeal reading rooms as 
the movement sought to harness the impetus of the adult education movement 
to its political mission, while temperance bands (and mechanics’ institute 
bands) played at Repeal processions, and temperance rooms were used for the 
meeting of Repeal Clubs. Temperance and nationalist sympathies frequently 
overlapped, and local notables often actively promoted both causes. Reverend 
B. J. Roche, President of the Galway Cork Total Abstinence Society, sat on the 
town’s Repeal committee and later let its rooms be used for the purposes of 
establishing a Repeal Club, for example, while Reverend John Kenyon, who 
had been a supporter of the temperance movement since the late 1830s, was 
well known for his strong sympathies for the Young Ireland movement.61
Science associations were included in this intersection of interests. Al-
though science societies and mechanics’ institutes generally prohibited the 
discussion of politics and religion, in practice, depending on the composition 
and interests of their membership, they were not always averse to the discus-
sion of political topics or the celebration of political heroes. Thus the Galway 
Mechanics’ Institute and Temperance Society held a temperance festival in 
1841 to celebrate the election of the independent candidate, Valentine Blake, 
who was a strong supporter of trades interests,62 while the Dublin Mechan-
ics’ Institute hosted lectures by Young Ireland activists John Mitchel, Thomas 
Francis Meagher and William Smith O’Brien in the 1840s.63 Unitarians and 
Quakers had also long been active in various liberal and radical social reform 
organizations and modernizing agendas. Richard Dowden, Unitarian and 
Repealer, later Mayor of Cork, was deeply involved in both the temperance 
movement and in the town’s several scientific societies, as a member of the 
Cork Cuverian Society, Secretary of the Cork Mechanics’ Institute and librar-
ian of the Royal Cork Institution. James Haughton, a Unitarian from a wealthy 
Dublin Quaker family,64 was not only one of Ireland’s leading temperance 
advocates. He strongly supported the Repeal movement and campaigned for 
a variety of humanitarian causes including the abolition of slavery and alter-
native medicine (hydropathy), in addition to his involvement in the working 
class Dublin Mechanics’ Institute. Like Dowden, he was also a member of 
the more elite Dublin Statistical Society,65 an association of Trinity College 
professors, primarily from the natural sciences and economics.66
It is perhaps even more significant, however, that figures such as Charles 
Gavan Duffy, Thomas Davis, and others who were prominent in the Young 
Ireland movement or, who, like John Francis Blake, proprietor of the Galway 
Vindicator, were politically vocal enough to suffer under the fallout of the 
1848 uprising, also made the connection between science, temperance and 
Irish nationalism.67 The expectations that individuals such as the Galway me-
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chanics had for their own moral, social and financial improvement through the 
twin blessings of science and temperance could be applied to the Irish nation 
as a whole. If science and temperance could form the basis of individual im-
provement, they could also lay the foundation for the improvement of Ireland, 
for creating an industrious workforce that, using modern technology, would 
create a prosperous nation. “Education and Temperance are the seeds of Na-
tional Prosperity,” a contemporary proclaimed, “Heaven send us an abundant 
Harvest.”68
While early discussions of temperance, technology and science education 
for Ireland emphasized their unique role in the project of individual moral and 
financial improvement, by the 1840s this theme increasingly permeated de-
bates on increasing local and national prosperity. If Mathew had hoped for an 
end to poverty and sectarian division through temperance, others could see in 
industrialization or, at least, in the more efficient utilization of Ireland’s native 
human, industrial and natural resources, the solution to her problems, wheth-
er financial, religious or political. A participant in the meeting of the Irish 
Manufacture Movement in Limerick in 1841 described a scene of unification 
and purpose that echoes the visions of scientific and temperance missionar-
ies: “There was a happy blending of all shades of politics, creeds and parties, 
each vying with the other in the glorious determination to make Ireland a na-
tion. Indeed, by eliminating her great resources – exalting her fallen condition 
– encouraging her native produce, and rendering the operative classes of her 
people independent, prosperous and happy.”69 Hopes for Irish prosperity tran-
scended – or at least, temporarily repressed – sectarian differences and, this 
witness implied, would unify Ireland’s diverse and divided population into an 
inclusive Irish nation.
Debates on the improvement of Ireland took an “industrial turn” with the 
publication of Robert Kane’s Industrial Resources of Ireland in 1844.70 A 
Catholic chemist, Kane was Ireland’s scientific star, not only internationally 
respected and admired, but also one of the most effective promoters of indus-
trial and scientific education for Ireland, an avid supporter of local scientific 
activities and of the dissemination of scientific knowledge to the public. With 
his guest lectures at mechanics’ institutes, scientific societies and agricultural 
shows, as well as his regular lecture courses at the Royal Society of Dublin,71 
Kane was well-known to both professionals and the public. In the Industrial 
Resources, which swiftly advanced to become the handbook of Irish econom-
ic emancipation, Kane described in great detail the island’s rich resources 
awaiting exploitation. Ireland, he claimed, possessed the human and natu-
ral resources to raise its population from destitution to prosperity. Scientific 
and technological education, combined with temperance and moral conduct, 
would render the Irish “independent of the wretched political differences on 
which we waste our strength.” A scientifically educated man, he continued, 
was certain to succeed, “success will render him independent; independence 
will render him respected, and respect will bring him power.”72
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Not surprisingly, despite Kane’s own Unionist stance, his arguments for the 
prospects of Irish economic self-sufficiency provided welcome support for the 
independence cause. Just as sobriety was seen as the first step towards politi-
cal independence, modern science and industry were to form the basis for eco-
nomic self-sufficiency, and both together would yield an Ireland prosperous 
and free. Thomas Davis, Protestant leader of the Young Ireland movement, 
expressed this most clearly, when he connected both intemperance and scien-
tific ignorance to the condition of Irish degradation. As he wrote in his review 
of Kane’s book, “We must know Ireland from its history to its minerals, from 
its tillage to its antiquities, before we shall be an Irish nation, able to rescue 
and keep the country. And if we are too idle, too dull, or too capricious to learn 
the arts of strength, wealth and liberty, let us not murmur at being slaves.”73 In-
temperance was likewise “the saturnalia of slaves,” while temperance offered 
“the first fruit of deep-sown hope, the offering of incipient freedom.”74
As much as the Industrial Resources provided welcome fodder for sup-
porters of Irish political emancipation, the vision of an Ireland sober, edu-
cated, prosperous and economically independent was one that all could share 
– diffuse enough to unite, yet encompassing enough to enthuse. Liberals and 
moderates of all creeds could agree on the soothing and beneficial effects that 
sobriety and prosperity would mutually bestow upon the country. Upon this 
basis, Ireland could leave the centuries of violence and poverty behind to rise 
again. The language of temperance and science for Ireland was a rhetoric of 
renewal and confidence in the future, after the disasters of the past (and before 
the disasters to come):
Ireland has experienced calamity, has tasted deep of misfortune, has had to endure 
the derisive sneer and ill-subdued taunts of supercilious effrontery, and would-be 
superiority. But a brighter day is dawning: KNOWLEDGE IS POWER, and it is 
sought for with avidity. TEMPERANCE IS THE HARBINGER OF NATIONAL 
IMPROVEMENT, and its effects are already everywhere perceptible; with both 
united, we may proudly augur that IRELAND’S WORST DAYS ARE PAST, 
NEVER TO RETURN.75
And, since science and temperance were both, supposedly, beyond the parti-
san fray, they were seen as the potential foundation on which to build a non-
sectarian, peaceful and prosperous, inclusive Irish nation, “a neutral ground 
where creed and class could meet,”76 to transcend their differences and be-
come not Repealers or Unionists, Protestants or Catholics, but Irishmen.
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